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Upwardly Mobile:
Genre Painting and the Conflict between 
Landed and Moneyed Interests
T ableaux de mode—fashion pictures—was the term that contemporaries gave to the numerous painted genre scenes, character­
ized as aristocratic, courtly, or urbane, that 
began to appear in Paris during the 1720s, 
as no appropriate definition was available 
within the hierarchy of subject categories rec­
ognized by the Royal Academy of Painting 
and Sculpture. Until now, these pictures have 
been interpreted as the manifestation of a 
social and cultural elite, the so-called gens 
du monde, that was emerging in Paris in 
the first decades of the eighteenth century.1 
In emulation of Watteau-like fetes galantes 
and influenced by Dutch genre paintings, 
also popular with French collectors since the 
early eighteenth century, this new pictorial 
type focused on the elegant society of Paris 
and offered a convincing portrayal of customs 
and fashions: hunting scenes, games, dancing, 
gallant indoor festivities, and conversations 
outdoors. These diversions make up the sub­
ject matter of the scenes. They are clearly not 
moralizing;2 it is the pleasant, idle aspects of 
a fashionable, aristocratic life that are given 
emphasis in the tableaux de mode. Other 
roles of the nobility, such as the administra­
tion of property, caring for the poor, and mil­
itary service, are unrepresented. This absence 
may be an indication that the genre scenes 
depict a way of life that arose specifically 
within the Parisian milieu, where prosper­
ous members of the nobility lived at a good 
distance from their estates. As far as can be 
documented, those who commissioned and 
collected tableaux de mode in the early 
eighteenth century came from every level of 
elite urban society: nobles at court, aristo­
crats, and wealthy bourgeois (for example, 
financiers and fermiers generaux) collected 
or surrounded themselves with scenes that 
even today can immediately be recognized 
as representing an aristocratic ideal of life.
If we look more closely at the composi­
tion of this elite group, we find a noticeable 
change in its sociological structure during the 
early 1720s. In the seventeenth century fash­
ionable life remained almost exclusively 
within the purview of the court, and Ver­
sailles was the stage. Beginning in the eigh­
teenth century, however, and accelerated 
by the death of Louis XIV in 1715 and the 
excesses of the early years of the succeeding 
Regency, a social stratum developed in Paris 
that, in contrast to its courtly precursor, 
underwent an expansion, allowing the inte­
gration of formerly excluded groups. The 
social and cultural elite now included not 
just the rich, landed noblesse de l’epee but 
also members of the nonhereditary nobility 
[noblesse de robe), as well as writers and rep­
resentatives of the haute bourgeoisie who had 
quickly acquired immense fortunes during 
the Regency through commerce and specu­
lation.3 They gathered at meeting places such 
as the salons, notably the one at the residence 
of Anne-Therese de Marguenat de Courcelles, 
marquise de Lambert.4
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In spite of their different social backgrounds, 
all members of this new elite were bound by 
economic, political, and intellectual inter­
ests, and they possessed, above all, a common 
and unifying ideal of life that was shaped by 
the model of the aristocracy. This ideal was 
based on the concept of the honnete homme, 
which, following the Italian model, had been 
propagated in numerous French publications 
since the seventeenth century.5 In the early 
eighteenth century, what had been a broadly 
defined, courtly ideal of virtue was reduced 
in the minds of the new elite to the charac­
teristics attributed to the honnete homme, 
in the words of Anette Hofer and Rolf Reich­
hardt: "adaptability, flexibility, and the com­
mand of refined social manners." This notion 
of the courtly gentleman may have amounted 
to nothing more than the code of gallantry 
and politeness that governed male members 
of the elite, but recognizing the narrowing of 
the earlier ideal is essential to understanding 
the development of this new pictorial form.6 
Around 1720 genre painting began to reflect 
the behavior and fashions of the new urban 
elite, offering numerous examples on the 
highest artistic level, thereby representing 
this group's social entitlement as well as its 
cultural influence. The life of the gens de 
qualite or of the elite gens du monde was 
anchored in the social hierarchy of the Ancien 
Regime and thus already privileged with an 
exemplary status. Now this life acquired 
the character of a "valorizing image." How­
ever, this development only partly explains 
the emergence of the tableau de mode.
In spite of a status-conscious and even 
compulsory hierarchy of genres within the 
Royal Academy, scenes from the "daily life 
of 'gens de qualite' who were presentable at 
court" were now accepted as the subjects of 
pictures even by members of the Academy.7 
This broadening of subject matter was due 
to fundamental changes in the art market, to 
previously unexploited public support for 
art, and to shifting interests among collec­
tors. In the rare cases when art historians 
have studied the tableaux de mode, they 
have achieved little more than the identifi­
cation of specific objects, subjects, or figures, 
and perhaps contributed usefully to the inves­
tigation of provenance.8 In general, they 
have uncritically accepted these pictures as 
straightforward documentation of the aristo­
cratic lifestyle. Amazingly, the tableau 
de mode—the reflection par excellence of 
aristocratically shaped society in eighteenth­
century France—has also been ignored in 
important sociologically oriented works 
on the art of the period.9 This is all the 
more problematic because the emergence of 
tableaux de mode is connected with con­
temporaneous and powerful changes in soci­
ety, and in my opinion these pictures are 
closely linked to the increasing strength of 
bourgeois circles within the tone-setting 
Parisian elite. The critical question here is 
whether we can identify a type of "aristo­
cratic" picture that bridges classes and estab­
lishes binding formulas for all members of 
the elite, be they haute bourgeois or noble. 
The common denominator of these classes 
was the model of an aristocratic way of life. 
How, then, are we to define the function of 
such pictures as significant representations 
of members of the wealthy bourgeoisie when 
these self-depictions are modeled on an aristo­
cratic archetype? Why did the representa­
tion of "everyday life" become significant for 
the French social elite at a specific moment 
of radical social change, and, furthermore, 
why did it become an important subject in 
French (genre) painting, if only for a limited 
time?
Let us look at the well-off group who were 
potential commissioners and collectors of the 
tableaux de mode of Jean-Francois de Troy 
(1679-1752). Although only some of these 
patrons can be identified, a glance reveals the 
diverse ways in which they fit into the upper 
level of the French social pyramid, from the 
rich bourgeoisie to the king. Unlike costume 
engravings or reproductive engravings of the 
tableaux de mode, which could be consumed 
by a broader, middle-class stratum, these 
paintings were intended for the same social 
set that populated the scenes themselves.10 
For example, de Troy's Young Woman Drink­
ing Coffee (1723; fig. 1) hung along with its 
pendant, The Reader, in the collection of 
Jean de Jullienne.11 Member of a well-known 
family of textile manufacturers and mer­
chants and later director of the Gobelins 
tapestry manufactory, Jullienne was not 
elevated to the peerage until 1736. Today he 
is known primarily as a collector and as 
publisher of the Recueil Jullienne, the corpus 
of reproductive engravings after Watteau.12
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I. Jean-Franfois de Troy, 
Young Woman Drinking 
Coffee, 1723, oil 
Staatliche Museen zu Berlin, 
Preussischer Kulturbesitz 
Gemaldegalerie
Another eager collector of tableaux de 
mode was Germain-Louis de Chauvelin, 
garde des sceaux and minister of foreign 
affairs from 1727 to 1737, who, although a 
member of the court, did not belong to one 
of the great noble families and was viewed 
by his contemporaries as a parvenu. He 
owned the pendants A Lady Attaching a Bow 
to a Gentleman’s Sword and A Lady Show­
ing a Bracelet Miniature to Her Suitor (both 
in a private collection) that de Troy painted 
in 1734.14 One year later de Chauvelin 
ordered two famous pendants from de Troy, 
Before the Ball (J. Paul Getty Museum, Los 
Angeles) and After the Ball (private collec­
tion); however, de Chauvelin's fall from favor 
in 1737, along with banishment to his own 
lands, made it impossible for him to take pos­
session of the pictures.15 They were finally 
purchased by the wine merchant Salomon-
Pierre Prousteau, who is identified as "Cap- 
itaine des gardes de la Ville" in the 1769 
auction catalogue of his collection; we 
otherwise know little about his social ori­
gins and life. In addition to the wine trade, 
he was engaged as "marchand-amateur of 
paintings, with an entrepreneurial interest 
in engravings after them."16 In 1734 and 
3737 four contracts were drawn up by the 
Batiments du roi for large-format genre 
scenes to be placed in the dining rooms of 
the king's petits appartements at Versailles 
and Fontainebleau. For Versailles, de Troy 
painted the famous Oyster Luncheon (see 
fig. 6) and for Fontainebleau The Hunt Lun­
cheon (fig. 2).17
In view of the very wide-ranging social 
backgrounds of the collectors, including the 
king as first among equals, de Troy's example 
suggests the existence of a more or less homo­
geneous social elite that, according to Pierre 
Goubert and Daniel Roche, had developed 
at the highest level of society in the first 
decades of the eighteenth century, in which 
differences of birth and class disappeared. 
Goubert and Roche suggest that the only 
decisive qualifications for membership in 
this social elite were factors like "opulence, 
luxury, and taste."18 In the intellectual urban 
milieu, for instance, in salon circles, differ­
ences of birth became increasingly irrele­
vant. Class barriers played scarcely any role 
in the realm of connoisseurship; this is high­
lighted in the preface to the 1744 auction cat­
alogue edited by Edme-Franpois Gersaint 
(1694-1750) of the collection of Quentin de 
Lorangere, where it says of the curieux and 
collectors: "[Gersaint] becomes the equal of 
those very individuals, who, free to engage 
in this noble passion, are above his status 
on account of their rank or their condition. 
As such, he is summoned and received with 
pleasure to their gatherings."19
More recent historical research, however, 
has repeatedly questioned the social reality 
of an elite encompassing various classes 
such as that described by Goubert and Roche. 
Instead, the aspiration to achieve a shared 
ideal of life confronted class distinctions 
that were still valid within French society, 
with reference to numerous class-based ten­
sions among the elite.20 In spite of the "uni­
fying" image of a cultural elite, the financiers 
and rich bourgeoisie saw themselves at the
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2. Jean-Francois de Troy, The 
Hunt Luncheon, 1737, oil
Musee du Louvre, Paris; photograph 
Reunion des musdes nationaux / Art 
Resource, New York
mercy of incessant, class-motivated attacks, 
above all in the realm of art patronage. A quo­
tation from "Notes, et des reflexions sur les 
Tableaux de M. de Troy," by Louis-Guillaume 
Baillet de Saint-Julien—an appendix to his
Lettie sur la peinture, la sculpture et l’archi- 
tecture of 1748—clearly shows the tenor of 
the hostility faced by rich and aspiring mem­
bers of the new elite. Saint-Julien wrote about 
the works of the seventeenth-century French 
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painter Simon Vouet, which could be admired 
at thousands of places, including the gallery 
of the Hotel de Bullion:
Many have lamented that the most beautiful 
monuments of antiquity were the prey of bar­
barians. Without going back to such times past, 
are we not seeing similar things in our day, 
when these superb edifices, which should be 
the residences of princes, become those of 
financiers? It seems to be a misfortune bound 
to the richest productions of art, to fall in the 
hands of people who appreciate less their value 
than that of the gold used to acquire them.21
Moliere's Monsieur Jourdain, bourgeois 
gentilhomme and parvenu par excellence, 
was not just a caricature but a social reality. 
He represented in concentrated form the 
image of an enemy that the aristocracy was 
adept at deprecating and excluding. In what 
follows I will examine the extent to which 
levels of meaning rooted in class should be 
taken into account in analyzing genre paint­
ing, whether the aristocratic genre had an 
integrating effect in the sense of an "aes­
thetic agreement"22 or may even have been 
consciously used by social climbers to demon­
strate their membership in the elite. Depend­
ing on the social background of the patron 
or collector as well as that of the viewer 
(whether nobility, bourgeoisie, or even the 
king), an analysis of the representation of 
aristocratic models of behavior in the tableaux 
de mode needs to consider various levels of 
meaning, even though such an analysis must 
rely on sometimes meager sources, as this 
category of paintings has been almost com­
pletely ignored by art criticism.23
Because scholarship on the tableaux de 
mode has not yet adequately studied the 
complex and variously composed social 
structure of the new elite, dubious and often 
contradictory conclusions have been drawn 
in the detailed analysis of these pictures. 
For instance, individual pictorial elements 
obviously correspond to the different milieus 
from which commissions were coming. 
Hence, the partly unfastened dress worn by 
the young woman in de Troy's The Garter of 
1724 (Jane Wrightsman Collection, New York) 
was described by Everett Fahy as "typical of 
the haute bourgeoisie,"24 whereas a woman 
in a similar, although fastened, dress in The 
Declaration of Love of 1731 (Sanssouci Palace, 
Potsdam) was identified by another scholar 
as a member of "contemporary French aristo­
cratic society."25 In art-historical literature 
the characterization of such scenes ranges 
from "opulent bourgeois households"26 to 
"societe aristocratique."27 The consistent 
absence of any attempt to describe the fig­
ures more precisely according to their social 
backgrounds—they are most often referred 
to as "ladies and gentlemen" or as fashion­
able society—attests to a widespread un­
certainty when it comes to assigning the 
scenes to a specific milieu.28 Yet the metic­
ulous rendering of these works allows in part 
a detailed identification of the figures. In 
some of his tableaux de mode de Troy explic­
itly uses class attributes such as the sword 
and the red heels of their shoes to identify the 
well-dressed male protagonists as gentil- 
hommes, members of the second estate who 
are deemed presentable at court. However, 
the actual significance of these class attri­
butes is dubious, since we know that there 
were various merchants from whom it was 
possible to rent small swords for the duration 
of one's visit to the court at Versailles. (With­
out such a sword one would not be permitted 
to enter the grands appartements.)19
If we take into account contemporary 
plays and novels with plots focused on lovers 
from varying social backgrounds, the viewer 
is again faced with the potential for multiple 
levels of meaning, certainly a hindrance 
to establishing an unambiguous ordering of 
classes.30 Our confusion in trying to classify 
social ranks on the basis of the tableaux de 
mode may also result from the fact that we 
are scarcely in a position today to translate 
these vocabularies of fashion and gesture into 
a clear reading of the exceedingly subtle hier­
archical gradations in eighteenth-century 
Parisian society. Historians of fashion have 
never found a uniform and unambiguous 
solution to the problem of identifying the 
dress of people from varying social back­
grounds within the Parisian elite. Nonethe­
less, in the class-structured society of France, 
the ability to recognize membership in a 
class and its separation from the lower orders 
was a matter of state 31 Fashion's governance 
of each and every member of the elite was 
one of the most important aspects of advance­
ment and social recognition,- appearance 
(apparence) was an absolutely crucial ele­
ment of the aristocratic lifestyle.32 Playing 
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with external attributes of class and the blot­
ting out of visible class boundaries through 
the consumption of luxury goods leads, of 
course, to the question of whether the finest 
hierarchical distinctions are actually pos­
sible on the basis of external signs such as 
fashion or gesture at a time when members 
of court society, the urban aristocracy, and 
the rich bourgeoisie were all pursuing the 
same ideal lifestyle. If every aspect of social 
intercourse is based on appearance, would 
not the tableau de mode—a projection of this 
appearance—necessarily leave the viewer 
in the dark about the social ranking of the 
people depicted? It must be noted that, just 
as in the tableau de mode, the use and dis­
play of luxury are in this sense by no means 
socially neutral.33
Contemporary commentaries make it clear 
that enormous significance was attached to 
the factor of recognition in the tableau de 
mode's representations, something that took 
place especially on the iconographic level of 
object description.34 Meanwhile, the bound­
aries of class shifted with the use of exter­
nal status symbols, as in portrait paintings, 
which no longer stressed the actual social 
standing of the sitter. The limits of our 
knowledge are quickly revealed when we 
attempt to classify the status of some of the 
pictorial motifs and figures in genre painting 
in terms of the formulas of contemporary 
portraiture. De Troy's small Young Woman 
Drinking Coffee (see fig. i) shows the subject 
at breakfast wearing a partly unfastened 
gown. For this picture, painted in 1723, de 
Troy adopted earlier motifs from the gravures 
de mode, a type of engraving already wide­
spread in the late seventeenth century, for 
instance, those by the Bonnart brothers. 
Here we find refined beverages such as cof­
fee or chocolate already shown as important 
components of the culture of the nobility in 
engravings such as A Cavalier and a Lady 
Drinking Chocolate (fig. 3) by Nicolas Bon­
nart.33 The appeal of the Bonnarts' work was 
based on their attentive recording of con­
temporary fashion, and they soon became 
even more popular with the public through 
the sensational ploy of including identifiable 
mannequins: fashion dolls endowed with 
the facial features of members of high court 
society, including the royal family. The Bon­
narts began to add appropriate furnishings
3. Nicolas Bonnart, A
Cavalier and a Lady Drinking 
Chocolate, engraving, from 
Costumes du regne de Louis 
XIV, par Bonnart (Dames), 
undated
Bibliotheque nationale de France, 
Cabinet des estampes et de la 
photographic, Paris
and behavior to the somewhat brittle, stylish 
figurines of the early period.36 The intro­
duction and dissemination of such motifs— 
in engravings of fashion as in tableaux de 
mode—corresponded to the popularity of, for 
instance, refined beverages at the Versailles 
court.37 Admittedly, the ability to designate 
the example of coffee drinking as an exclu­
sively courtly standard of behavior hardly 
helps us draw conclusions about the social 
rank of the young woman portrayed in de 
Troy's picture. We cannot determine whether 
the painter or the owner intended her to be 
a noble young lady of the court or a member 
of the prosperous bourgeoisie, since stylish 
beverages were being consumed at all levels 
of society precisely because the courtly 
model had become a paradigm for the bour­
geoisie, too.38 Only the luxurious dress and 
the fine porcelain point to the prosperous 
milieu of the Parisian elite. We can assume 
that, in addition to the painterly qualities of 
the picture, Jullienne also valued the close­
ness of the depiction to a reality that he 
himself had experienced, or at least aspired 
to. It should be noted that this picture, like 
Dutch genre paintings of the seventeenth 
century, perhaps had an erotic connotation.
As a consequence of the wide dissemi­
nation of costume engravings, the represen­
tation of costumes, dwellings, and modes 
of behavior was highly regarded as evidence
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4. Francois de Troy, Portrait 
of Marie du Soul de Beaujour, 
Wife of Louis Le Prestre,
1723, oil
Staatsgalerie, Stuttgart
of the living conditions of distinguished 
people.39 It seems only logical that certain 
motifs from the realm of fashion engrav­
ings and tableaux de mode, as well as the 
open display of luxury (fashion, furniture, 
objets d’art), were adopted in contemporary 
eighteenth-century portraiture. In addition, 
the analysis of several (genre) portraits makes 
it clear that members of the noblesse de robe, 
the rich haute bourgeoisie, and the financiers 
preferred a flamboyant show of wealth, cul­
tural acquisitions, and refined manners in 
order to ennoble themselves through imita­
tion of the patrician topoi. These were mem­
bers of the Parisian elite who could certainly 
overcome traditional social barriers through 
their economic influence, yet their self-esteem 
remained dependent on being acknowledged 
by the aristocratic upper crust. A prominent 
example is the full-length portrait of Madame 
de Pompadour (Alte Pinakothek, Munich) by 
Frangois Boucher, which was shown at the 
1757 Salon. Every detail in the picture is 
an "iconologically significant addition" and 
a "requisite of a luxurious lifestyle," as well 
as an "individual, historical object."40 In a 
lecture to the Royal Academy on 7 March 
1750 the portrait painter Louis Tocque had 
referred to the significance of accessories, in 
addition to that of ressemblance, psychology, 
and the body: "Portrait painters ... must be 
able to rely on accessories, and ingeniously 
position furnishings of varying types, from 
which they can derive great effects by group­
ing them artfully."41
An instructive comparison with de Troy's 
young coffee drinker is the portrait of Marie 
du Soul de Beaujour (fig. 4), also completed 
in 1723, by Francois de Troy, the artist's 
father. De Troy the elder shows the wife of 
Louis Le Prestre, conseiller to the Parlement 
of Paris and a member of the noblesse de 
robe, wearing a sumptuous dress and hold­
ing a modish cup of chocolate in her hand. 
At her right, de Troy depicts a costly choco­
late service atop a small table, underscoring 
the sitter's affinity with a prosperous and 
style-conscious milieu. Le Prestre was head 
of the council of the due de Conde, and there­
fore of high social rank. However, the privacy 
and informality of this portrait would have 
been unthinkable for a princess; it was not 
until the middle of the century that genre 
motifs found their way into the iconography
of French ruling families as the paradigm 
in matters of fashion, further testifying to the 
emergence of Paris and an elite no longer 
restricted to the court alone.42 It was not 
until the middle of the century that genre 
motifs found their way into the iconography 
of French ruling families, testifying to the 
emergence of Paris and its elite, no longer 
only the court, as the paradigm in matters 
of fashion. A group portrait by Jean-Baptiste 
Charpentier (1768; fig. 5) shows the family 
of the due de Penthievre enjoying cups of 
chocolate. This "private" scene of family life 
assumes an official, "representative" char­
acter through the large format and conscious 
depiction of signs of sovereignty (the ribbons 
of the Order of the Holy Spirit). In Denis 
Diderot's writings we find an obvious and 
public criticism of such everyday motifs 
inserted into the traditional formulas of 
ruling-class representations. Namely, he 
characterizes the double portrait of the 
marquis and marquise de Marigny by Louis- 
Michel Van Loo (1707-1771), displayed at the 
Salon of 1769 (Musee du Louvre, Paris) and 
showing the couple in private conversation 
during the marquise's morning toilette, as 
"an annoying domestic scene."43
In order to thwart "leveling" tendencies 
and the increasing dissolution of visible class 
differences such as those finding clear expres­
sion in portraiture and in the consumption 
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of luxury goods, the highest tiers of society, 
especially the nobility, made use of so-called 
sumptuary laws (loix somptuaires} until the 
late seventeenth century in a calculated 
attempt to deny the upwardly striving bour­
geoisie access to luxury and power.44 Admit­
tedly, it is scarcely evident to what extent 
this could have affected the most affluent 
of the bourgeoisie such as the financier and 
collector Pierre Crozat. Nevertheless, exter­
nal manifestations of status were unques­
tionably fundamental to this stratified society. 
Also in genre scenes, the significance of pic­
torial motifs, together with the strategies 
of their adoption and exclusive use, illumi­
nates the prominent social dimension of 
this category of painting, which was in fact 
only ostensibly decorative. Even though it 
is not possible to determine in retrospect 
whether rich collectors of bourgeois origins 
such as the financiers or fermiers generaux 
preferred to acquire genre scenes that por­
trayed members of their own "class," the 
question remains how a financier, for instance, 
given the claim to a "unifying" ideal of life, 
could have made himself visually distinct 
from the upper nobility. Additionally prob­
lematic is the strategy of social advancement, 
in particular the possibility of ascending to 
the hereditary nobility through the purchase 
of estates and ranks. On the other hand, it is 
not clear whether members of the upper 
nobility, in commissioning a painting, stip­
ulated or were even concerned that figures 
be precisely categorized according to class.
Consider, for example, the two large- 
format genre scenes, conceived as pendants, 
by Jean-Franqois de Troy and Nicolas Lancret, 
respectively: The Oyster Luncheon (fig. 6) 
and The Ham Luncheon, painted in 1735 for 
the private dining room of Louis XV at Ver­
sailles. De Troy's commission from the Bati- 
ments du roi does not stipulate that the scene 
be set in an identifiably courtly milieu 45 But 
we find that de Troy identifies his figures 
unambiguously as aristocratic and presentable 
at court by depicting the men's red-heeled 
shoes, and he supplies them with liveried 
servants as well. In a letter to the Batiments 
du roi, de Troy describes the gentlemen por­
trayed here as "Seigneurs."46 Lancret, on the 
other hand, does away with specific class 
attributes, if one discounts the abundant 
domestic staff and overall extravagance of the
parklike setting and sumptuous table service, 
which are exactly the kind of rich display 
aspired to by the financial nobility. Even 
though there is no documentation to help us 
reconstruct a direct, detailed reception on the 
part of collectors of tableaux de mode, we 
can assume that Louis XV must have been 
amused by Lancret's pastoral, overly extrav­
agant picnic. It was probably not the class 
ordering and its required attributes that were 
significant in these pictures, but rather the 
way of life that was put on view.
The success of the tableau de mode is 
closely connected to the development of the 
fete galante as it was defined by Jean-Antoine 
Watteau (1684-1721) and then continued 
by his successors, primarily Nicolas Lancret 
and Jean-Baptiste Pater (1695-1736). As to the 
reality content of the fete galante, research 
has shown that Watteau's paintings were 
inspired by the actual contemporary festiv­
ities of an elite society, even though he was 
not simply rendering reality as it was per­
ceived or lived.47 Watteau sold his paintings 
to a circle that, along with Pierre Crozat and 
Jean de Jullienne, was exactly the social elite 
that went on to collect tableaux de mode. 
The collectors of these and of fetes galantes 
were mostly of bourgeois descent, socially 
ambitious, and intent on imitating the aristo­
cratic paradigm even to the extent of pur­
chasing noble titles; and they were alike in 
attempting to justify their newly acquired 
status through patronage and consumption 
of luxury goods. Both picture types appear to
5. Jean-Baptiste Charpentier, 
The Due de Penthievre and 
His Family (or The Cup of 
Chocolate), c. 1767-1768, oil 
Chateaux de Versailles et de Trianon; 
photograph Reunion des musdes 
nationaux / Art Resource, New York
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6. Jean-Francois de Troy, The 
Oyster Luncheon, 1735, oil
Mus6e Cond6, Chantilly; photograph 
Reunion des musses nationaux / Art 
Resource, New York
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have satisfied this social group's need for 
"self-improvement," in that each delivered 
"positive and compelling images of self­
fashioning and social harmony."48
Whereas the social function of the fete 
galante has been substantially examined, 
the tableau de mode has been dismissed as 
nothing but an imitative pictorial type, and 
this has led to neglect of its sociological 
implications.49 Two separate examples can 
help us pinpoint the mechanisms that allow 
a more precise understanding of its role in 
French society. Nicolas Lancret's painting 
Concert at the Home of Crozat (fig. 7) depicts 
an evening concert in the grande galerie of 
Pierre Crozat's residence in the rue de Riche­
lieu. Along with its pendant, Concert in the 
Oval Salon of Pierre Crozat’s Chateau at 
Montmorency (fig. 8), which shows a con­
cert in Crozat's country house in Mont­
morency, the Munich picture provides a rich 
source for analyzing this choice of subject. 
Both sketches remained in the artist's pos­
session until his death. Lancret did not 
produce these pictures on commission from 
Crozat. Rather, he chose as his subject the 
financier's social circle, open to artists and 
literati, perhaps hoping that Crozat would be 
interested in a depiction of his own lifestyle, 
the basis for his social standing.50
One of Jean-Frangois de Troy's best-known 
tableaux de mode is The Reading from 
Moliere (page 72). In the eighteenth century 
this painting was in the collection of Fred­
erick II of Prussia at Sanssouci. Nothing is 
known about its origins or initial owners,51 
yet the names mentioned in the older lit­
erature are pertinent to our subject. Jean 
Cailleux recognized an important reference 
to the picture's early history in the screen 
shown in the right background. This iden­
tification helped him to rectify what had 
been an incorrect date of 1710 for the picture 
and to establish its relation to the circle of 
de Troy s patrons: the original screen by Wat­
teau s hand was in the Jullienne collection, 
and an engraving of it by Boucher—which 
must have served as de Troy's model—was 
announced in November 1727 in the Mercure 
de France. For this reason, Cailleux rejected 
the thesis that The Reading from Moliere 
had been painted for Jullienne; instead, he 
identified the original patron as the financier 
Samuel Bernard, who turned to de Troy in
1728 for painted decorations in his Parisian 
residence. Frederick H's purchase of paintings 
by Watteau from the Julienne collection in 
1744, an acquisition arranged by the Graf 
von Rothenburg, may also serve to indicate 
this picture's relationship to the financially 
powerful circles of the Parisian elite.52 That 
the tableaux de mode were assigned to 
exactly this milieu one generation later, in 
1767, is shown by Diderot's devastating crit­
icism of Pierre-Antoine Baudouin's erotic 
gouache The Bedding of the Bride, which 
reads like something in the tradition of social 
criticism fostered by Baillet de Saint-Julien: 
"Always small pictures, small ideas, frivo­
lous composition, appropriate to the boudoir 
of a little mistress, or to the house of a little 
master; created for little abbots, little lawyers, 
large financiers or other persons without val­
ues and with small taste."53
Perhaps the one person whose social 
advancement was clearly helped along by 
the tableaux de mode is Jean-Frangois de 
Troy, who imitated all the strategies of the 
financiers' ascent and excelled as a member 
of the fashionable world whose courtly way 
of life is precisely represented in his pictures. 
A marriage to a wealthy woman put him in 
a position to acquire the rank of secretaire 
du roi du Grand College in 1737, and he was 
the equal of all gens du monde in his daily
7. Nicolas Lancret, Concert 
at the Home of Crozat, 
1720/1724, oil
Bayerische Staatsgemaldesamm- 
lungen, Altc Pinakothek, Munich, 
acquired with funds from the 
Friedrich Flick Forderstiftung; 
photograph © Blauel/Gnamm, 
ARTOTHEK
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8. Nicolas Lancret, Concert 
in the Oval Salon of Pierre 
Crozat’s Chateau at 
Montmorency, 1720/1724, oil
Dallas Museum of Art, on loan from 
the Estate of Michael L. Rosenberg
extravagance. Charles de Brosse, who called 
on him in 1739 when de Troy was director 
of the French Academy in Rome, wrote: "He 
is nearly a lord. He lives comfortably and 
keeps a fairly decent household."54 Pierre- 
Jean Mariette, in his Abecedario, qualifies de 
Troy as "a man of the world who knows its 
customs perfectly," and further claims that 
de Troy "has always liked to frequent persons 
in finance, and what are called the fat rich."55 
This somewhat disrespectful dismissal of 
the artist's most important clientele is symp­
tomatic of a period when class differences, 
also questions of patronage, continued to 
play a substantial role, and when overt crit­
icism was helping to generate prerevolu­
tionary division into camps. In this sense the 
chevalier de Valory wrote a bit maliciously: 
"Mr. de Troy... adopted too easily the man­
ner of the people with whom he lived, with­
out pausing to think that the manner of the 
court or that of finance should not be his."56 
Mariette's comment on the economic and 
social success of de Troy's genre scenes in 
Paris makes clear the artist's personal success 
in integrating himself into the aristocratic 
milieu, as well as the success of his idealized 
depictions of the world of finance with their 
representations of gens du monde and the 
gros riches.57
The work of art as an aesthetic, not to say 
moral-practical, object made it possible for 
a beholder or an owner to locate himself 
socially by means of imitation or differen­
tiation. Was it not true until well into the 
nineteenth century that the pictorial motif 
alone contained an indication of both artis­
tic genius and the taste of the collector?58 
The tableau de mode first arose in the early 
1720s in France, a country with no previous 
tradition of its own in genre painting. As 
early as 1977, Werner Busch established 
"imitation as a bourgeois artistic principle" 
[Nachahmung als biirgerliches Kunstprinzip), 
and the notion that genre painting was in 
itself a middle-class subject category has been 
continually reiterated by art historians.59 
The protagonists of aristocratic tableaux de 
mode were likewise not aristocrats; the rep­
resentation of the noble life was shaped by 
bourgeois clients and painters. Many of the 
early-eighteenth-century novelists who pic­
tured an elite society, its norms and fashions, 
were themselves of the bourgeoisie and fas­
cinated by the "aristocratic myth."60 In the 
case of the tableau de mode, it may be use­
ful to look at the development of Dutch genre 
painting, where we find courtly elements 
being absorbed into genre scenes in the sec­
ond half of the seventeenth century as a 
result of a strengthening of the prosperous 
bourgeois ranks and their striving for an 
"international level of elegance" one gener­
ally understood to imply French taste.61 Of 
course, this cannot be directly applied to the 
French model, since, as we have observed, 
the French bourgeoisie, on the upper social 
level of the urban elite, were already pur­
suing a noble lifestyle. As Baillet de Saint- 
Julien noted, the consumption of luxury 
goods represented social status, not financial 
position. The documentation and display of 
real social advancement were important to 
all men of finance, and this is demonstrated 
in the parvenu strategies of portrait painting. 
By drawing the observer's attention to stylish 
detail, the tableau de mode as a collector's 
piece, that is to say, an article of furnishing 
or decoration, assumed an important func­
tion: it was at once an external sign of sta­
tus, of economic success, and of membership 
in a world of good taste. In the end it is very 
difficult to confirm the extent to which 
those bourgeois circulating among the elite 
used the aristocratic genre picture to express 
their membership in a cultural stratum, or 
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how much of an integrating function it may 
have had. Yet a look at the collectors of these 
pictures shows that it was first of all financiers 
and other upwardly mobile members of the 
elite who tended to acquire and surround 
themselves with such scenes.62 It would be 
a mistake to conclude that this "aesthetic 
consensus," as it was called by the historian 
Ulrich Pallach in 1980, which made the 
ideal of an aristocratic life binding, could lead 
to a blurring or cancellation of differences 
in birth and rank. Among the consequences 
of social ambition for many of the bour­
geoisie was the need to face the resentment 
of a nobility that was falling behind finan­
cially, for instance, in the realm of artistic 
connoisseurship. Furthermore, these same 
bourgeois were intent on claiming their own 
place within elite society through a demon­
stration of refined taste (bon gout}, of which 
the tableaux de mode of the 1720s and 1730s 
were the most fashionable and complete 
witnesses.63
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Translated from the German by Linda B. Parshall
This essay deals with one aspect of a topic explored 
in my dissertation, "Tableaux de mode: Studien 
zum aristokratischen Genrebild in Frankreich in der 
ersten Hafte des 18. Jahrhunderts" (doctoral diss., 
Philipps-Universitat, Marburg).
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[sic] {Mercure de France, 1725, quoted in Georges 
Wildenstein, Le Salon de 1725: Compte rendu par le 
Mercure de France de l’exposition faite au Salon 
Carre du Louvre par TAcademie Royale de Peinture 
et de Sculpture en 1725 [Paris, 1924], 40); or "sujet 
franqois et tres gallant" {Mercure de France, June 
1734, 1405)- Jean-Franqois de Troy did not use the 
term tableaux de mode until sometime later; see 
the anonymous "Extrait de la vie de M. de Troy," in 
Memoires inedits sur la vie et les ouvrages des mem- 
bres de TAcademie royale de peinture et de sculp­
ture, ed. Louis Dussieux (Paris, 1854), 2:275, and in 
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de P. J. Mariette et autres notes inedites de cet 
amateur sur les arts et les artistes, ed. Philippe de 
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apparence, especially in the case of women, was 
illustrated by Charles-Antoine Coypel (1694-1752) 
in some of his compositions, in this regard quite the 
equal of William Hogarth. The composition Chil­
dren's Games, probably painted for the intendant des 
finances Louis de Fagon and later in the collection of 
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